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19. ABSTRACT

The study analyzes John Ford's films Fort Apache (1948), She
Wore a Yellow Ribbon (1949), and Rio Grande (1950) for their
historical portrayal of the frontier cavalry. Ford is ac-
knowledged as one of America's foremost chronic ers and myth-
makers. His films comprise a significant bod of film and
cultural history, reflect his values and attit es, and offer
conflicts between historical accuracy and cin atic considera-
tions. The analysis begins by examining the personal and -

business influences shaping Ford's work. The study, the'-
examines each film for historical accuracy in the area- of
people, places, and events; uniforms, equipment, and accouter-
ments; the profession and garrison life; and finally, the
American Indian and military operatio__ins

>The later appellation of "trilogy" for Ford's three films is
appropriate for several reasons. Each film offers the same
subject, similar character types with the same names, recur-
ring musical themes, and the same actors. Lastly, the films
were made in consecutive years. In Fort Apache, a glory-
seeking regimental commander leads his men to overwhelming
defeat at the hands of the Apache Indians. She Wore a Yellow
Ribbon treats the last days of a seasoned captain's career
during the aftermath of the Custer debacle' In Rio Grande,
the cavalry conducts an unofficially sanctioned punitive ex-
pedition into Mexico against renegade Apacqhes.

With notable exceptions, Ford accurately portrays the frontier
cavalry of the 1870s. As mythmaker, he embellishes the image
of the West using Monument Valley and strengthens the Custer
legend throughout the trilogy. The films suffer from signifi-
cant discrepancies in uniforms, equipment, and accouterments,
but these are more than offset by other factors. Ford's de-
piction of the profession and garrison life are his greatest
achievements; he accentuates the feel and mood of the films
with authentic music. Although he generally does not depict
actual events, Ford's action parallels historical occurrences
and adds to the credibility of the pictures. Finally, his
portrayal of the Indian-fighting army only adds to the
judgment he is more chronicler than mythmaker.
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ABSTRACT

JOHN FORD'S CAVALRY TRILOGY: MYTH OR REALITY? by Major Jeffrey
C. Prater, USAF, 167 pages.

The study analyzes John Ford's films Fort Apache (1948), She
Wore a Yellow Ribbon (1949), and Ri Gra (1950) for their
historical portrayal of the frontier cavalry. Ford is ac-
knowledged as one of America's foremost chroniclers and myth-
makers. His films comprise a significant body of film and
cultural history, reflect his values and attitudes, and offer
conflicts between historical accuracy and cinematic considera-
tions. The analysis begins by examining the personal and bus-
iness influences shaping Ford's work. The study then examines
each film for historical accuracy in the areas of people,
places, and events; uniforms, equipment, and accouterments;
the profession and garrison life; and finally, the American
Indian and military operations.

The later appellation of "trilogy" for Ford's three films is
appropriate for several reasons. Each film offers the same
subject, similar character types with the same names, recur-
ring musical themes, and the same actors. Lastly, the films
were made in consecutive years. In Fort Apache, a glory-
seeking regimental commander leads his men to overwhelming
defeat at the hands of the Apache Indians. She Wore a Yellow
Ribbon treats the last days of a seasoned captain's career
during the aftermath of the Custer debacle. In Rio Grande,
the cavalry conducts an unofficially sanctioned punitive ex-
pedition into Mexico against renegade Apaches.

With notable exceptions, Ford accurately portrays the frontier
cavalry of the 1870s. As mythmaker, he embellishes the image
of the West using Monument Valley and strengthens the Custer
legend throughout the trilogy. The films suffer from signifi-
cant discrepancies in uniforms, equipment, and accouterments,
but these are more than offset by other factors. Ford's de-
piction of the profession and garrison life are his greatest
achievements; he accentuates the feel and mood of the films
with authentic music. Although he generally does not depict
actual events, Ford's action parallels historical occurrences
and adds to the credibility of the pictures. Finally, his
portrayal of the Indian-fighting army only adds to the
judgment he is more chronicler than mythmaker.
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INTRODUCTION

Any time you sake a successful picture there's always a lot of carping critics who
start picking on it. Make a bad picture and they forget about it. But if it's successful,
they start picking little nitty bitty things. John Ford

Perhaps no greater compliment could be paid a Hollywood

director than to have every film he makes, as Ford put it,

"picked on." In his case, this "picking" was truly a barom-

eter of his success. According to one film student,

Ford has had a greater influence on the industry than
any single director, but more importantly, his work
comprises an artistic creation that is unequaled in the
short history of motion pictures.

Throughout his career, which spanned six decades and 125

films, Ford was one of the most celebrated motion picture

directors in Hollywood history. By 1947, he had won three of

his four Academy Awards for Best Director, both Oscars for

Best Documentary, and three New York Film Critics' Awards.

Prior to his death in 1973, he received the American Film

Institute's Life Achievement Award and was awarded the Medal

of Freedom by President Richard M. Nixon. 2

IJohn Ford, interview by Dan Ford, 'Westerns, Cinerama, Color, Fort•_4aqhe, Yellow Ribbon', tran-
script, I1, John Ford Collection (FC), Manuscripts Oepartment, Lilly Library, Indiana University,
Bloomington, B(ox).l1, f(older).32. Unless otherwise noted, interview citations are transcipts of tapes
recorded by Dan Ford.

2Peter Stowell, John Ford (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1986); Janey Ann Place, 'John Ford and
Semiology of Film' (Ph.D. diss., University of California at Los Angeles, 1975), 6.



Although critical acclaim is the raison d'etre of

cultural Hollywood, ticket sales underpin the motion picture

industry. Ford was a consistent winner at the box office and

skillfully parted movie-goers from their hard-earned treasure.

In exchange, they received his celluloid vision of reality.

One Ford scholar stated, "[his] narrative fiction films,

especially genre films, constitute a specific national

mythology of the United States." In short, he was one of

America's greatest chroniclers and mythmakers. 3

Ford's most popular films depicted the Old West--often

referred to as the "American morality play" for the themes

addressed. When honored for his part in depicting the genre,

however, he characteristically denied credit or culpability.

You say someone's called me the greatest poet of the
Western Saga. I am not a poet, and I don't know what
a Western saga is. I would say that is horse-shit.
I'm just a hard-nosed, hard-working, run-of-the-mill
director.4

Ford was tough and hard-working, but run-of-the-mil.l he

certainly was not. He chose the frontier to stage themes he

thought were important. He combined two of his favorites,

sense of community and the military tradition, to create a

significant body of work in the late 1940s.

The films Fort Apache (1948), She Wore a Yellow Ribbon

(1949), and Rio__rAnde (1950) portray the frontier army in the

31bid., xi; Stowell, xi.

4Jack Beatty, review of John Ford, by Andrew Sinclair, in ew Republic 180 (31 March 1979): 37.

2



1870s and later became known as Ford's cavalry "trilogy." Al-

though Ford never intended to make three films, the appella-

tion is appropriate for several reasons. First, each film

deals with the individual within the community of the frontier

military. Next, similar character types with the same names

appear in each picture. Third, the listener hears similar and

recurring musical themes in all three works. Fourth, the same

actors portray Ford's screen characters in each story.

Lastly, the films were made in consecutive years. 5

Author Frank Manchel described the films as "the great-

est trilogy in motion picture history about the dog-faced sol-

diers who policed the frontier." Although one could claim

they were the only such trilogy, and Ford featured the cavalry

in other films, this body of work is special for two reasons.

First, three cavalry films in as many years could reflect John

Ford's attitude toward the military at the time. Se-cond,

since the films are not documentaries, they probably offer

conflicts between historical accuracy and cinematic considera-

tions. If for no other reasons than these, the pictures merit

further analysis. The researcher, however, reaps the added

benefit of exploring a specific period of military history

typically shrouded in the mantle of American myth. He also

explores a small part of film history and popular culture

5RiO Grande was made for contractual reasons and to ensure future projects. See chapter 4 for a

further discussion.
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through the character of John Ford. By comparing the trilogy

for historical accuracy against those factors shaping Ford's

rendition of the cavalry, one is able to distinguish the myth

from the reality. 6

In the analysis that follows, the reader will find one

chapter committed to John Ford and individual chapters devoted

to each film. The chapter on Ford explores those factors that

influenced the films of this study: his military experience,

his partiality for certain art and music, the constraints im-

posed by the motion picture industry, his film methodology,

and lastly, family influences.

Each film chapter addresses pertinent aspects of pre-

production and provides a brief synopsis of the story. The

remainder of the chapter assesses specific areas by asking:

a) Does the film portray historical figures, events and loca-

tions? b) Are the military uniforms, accouterments and equip-

ment realistically represented? c) How accurately does the

film depict the professional aspects of the frontier cavalry?

d) Are cavalry drills and maneuvers historically accurate?

e) Are the social aspects of garrison life based upon histori-

cal evidence? and f) How is the American Indian depicted and

how does the cavalry fight him? The final segment of the

analysis draws coze .sions from all three films and offers

6Frank Manchel, Cameras West (EnyIewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1971), 113.

4



areas for further study. An appendix for each film includes

additional details on film production and cast.

To ease understanding and minimize confusion, depicted

film events are written in the present tense and historical

events in the past tense. The reader will also find this

study is not a critical review of Ford films in the cinematic

sense. It is simply a comparative analysis of events cast in

the light of cultural history. Not surprisingly, sound con-

clusions require in-depth research. Although these details

will try the reader, it may be consoling to remember that it

is also the "little nitty bitty things" that make the stuff

of history.

5



CHAPTER 1

NATAN I NEZ

My name's John Ford. I make Westerns.

Prologue. John Ford was uniquely successful in his

profession. When someone asked noted actor and director Orson

Welles to name the three greatest directors in Hollywood his-

tory, he replied, "I like the old masters, by which I mean

John Ford, John Ford, and John Ford." Personal and profes-

sional factors, however, influence even old masters, and Ford

was no exception. His background; film research, technique,

and constraints; military service; and personal ties to others

influenced his work in the motion picture industry. Since all

of these shaped the character and personality of John Ford,

no single factor can be evaluated in isolation. To do so

oversimplifies the effect and puts conclusions at risk. To

give the analysis perspective, this chapter will begin with

a brief biography of Ford prior to 1950, followed by a short

character sketch of the director. The remainder of the chap-

ter will examine each of the aforementioned factors. 2

lPeter Bogdanovich, Qh0_DQrd (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968), 18-19.

2!rving Rapper, interview taped in Los Angeles, 13 August 1990, Southern Methodist University Oral
History Collection, as it appears in Paul F. Boiler, Jr., and Ronald L. Oavis, 1Q Qd ¢ Qt.• (New
York: Ballantine Books, 1987), 69.
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Biography. John Feeney, Jr., was born in Cape

Elizabeth, Maine, to Irish saloon keeper John Feeney and his

wife, Barbara, on 1 February 1895. The youngest of eight

children, young "Jack" Feeney grew up in Portland, Maine. He

enjoyed popularity early and starred in sports in high school.

After three weeks at the University of Maine, Jack left in

1914 and moved to California to join his brother Francis in

the "flickers." 3

Francis had been successful in Hollywood, and had

taken the last name of "Ford." Jack saw the practicality of

being known as Francis' younger brother, and followed suit.

Rooming with a rodeo cowboy named Hoot Gibson, Jack Ford lost

no time learning his trade. Not handsome enough for acting,

he started propping, writing, and helping Francis direct two-

reel serials. Jack's poor eyesight kept him out of World War

I, but it did not seem to affect his work with the camera or

the ladies. By the time Jack married Mary McBride Smith in

1920, he had become an established Hollywood director at age

twenty-five.

These early years taught Jack much about motion

pictures, particularly Westerns. One Hollywood notable, Wyatt

Earp, would visit Jack and Mary and recount his part in the

3Many sources use the Irish Sean Aloysius O'Fienne. His brother Edward used G'Fearna. The remain-
der of this section and the following section were drawn primarily from Oan Ford, Pappy: The Life of John
Ford (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc.), 1979. Oan Ford's biography of his grandfather is the
principal work of its kind and treats the director's life in detail. The biographer, however, occasionally
commits errors in events and names.
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Gunfight at the O.K. Corral. Actors Harry Carey and Edward

"Pardner" Jones also gave Ford a redlistic view of the West

not seen in the slick features of Tom Mix. As a result, Ford

would later claim, "I try to make [Westerns] true to life." 4

Ford became restless after several years in Hollywood

and suffered from a crisis of national identity. In 1921 he

traveled to Galway, Ireland, to get a closer view of the Irish

Revolution and to find his ancestral family. The relations

he established in the Sinn Fein Ireland of the twenties for-

ever established his loyalty to the country and the people.

After a few film successes, Jack became "John" Ford

in the interest of respectability. In 1924 he made his great-

est silent film, The Iron Horse, featuring veteran actor and

close friend, George O'Brien. Although Ford took liberties

with historical aspects of the building of the transcontinen-

tal railroad, he scored a major box-office success. John Ford

found himself firmly established as one of the premier direc-

tors in Hollywood.

Success followed him for the rest of Hollywood's

silent era. While he was perfecting his film style he also

nurtured personal relationships. These relationships were

heavily based upon admiration for Ford, his work, and his

41n 1946 Ford told Earp's story in My-Qarling * 1. e tqie. William R. Florence, 'John Ford
the Ouke . . . and Monument Valley,' Arizona Highways 57, no. 9 (September 1981): 31; Jones was also an
ex-frontier lawman.

8



methods. His admirers eventually became his personal "stock

company" of actors and crew.

Ford envied the social status Mary enjoyed through

her family connections. A love-affair with the sea coupled

with the respectability of rank prompted him to become a naval

officer. On 12 September 1934, John Ford was appointed a

Lieutenant Commander in the Naval Reserve. His military

career was to figure prominently in his life and work.

In 1939 Ford made his first sound Western, and his

first Western in thirteen years. The immensely successful

Stagecoach later became a classic for several reasons. First,

it featured a young Ford proteg6 and future star named John

Wayne. Second, it redefined the genre and became known as the

first modern Western. Lastly, the director began a lifelong

romance with Monument Valley, the outdoor location for two of

the three cavalry films in this study. 5

A year later, Ford found himself longing to join the

flurry of military preparedness that seemed to be passing him

by. Even his friend Merian C. Cooper was involved in orga-

nizing Chennault's Flying Tigers. Tired of watching, Ford

created an unofficial naval reserve unit of professional film

makers. His Naval Field Photographic Reserve (commonly called

the Field Photo) boasted the likes of Greg Toland, one of the

5Maurice ZaLotow, bhggting•-tar:_A-Bjg -aphoQIqhnA4ayg (New York: Pocket Books, 1975), 151;

Phil Hardy, Nh•.esrerD (New York: William Norrow and Company, Inc., 1983), 97.
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best cameramen in the business, In October, the War Depart-

ment officially recognized the group, but gave it no charter

or parent organization. In 1941, Ford's "command" came under

the auspices of William J. Donovan's newly-created Office of

Strategic Services (O.S.S.). Shortly thereafter, Ford began

using his boat, the Araner, to monitor Japanese "fishing"

activities off the coast of Baja California.

During the war, Ford and the Field Photo covered

major combat actions around the world. His men filmed the

aftermath of the Pearl Harbor attack, the Doolittle Raid on

Tokyo, the Battle of Midway, Operation TORCH in North Africa,

military operations in the China-Burma-India (CBI) theater,

and the Normandy Invasion. His documentaries on Pearl Harbor

and Midway both won Academy Awards. Ford left the war as a

Navy Captain with the Legion of Merit and a Purple Heart

earned while personally filming the attack on Midway Island.

After the war, he established the Field Photo Home

for veterans of his unit and their families. In 1946, he and

Merian Cooper formed their own production company and called

it Argosy Productions. The four principal investors were all

former O.S.S. men (including Donovan). Later that year, they

released My Darlina Clementine with Fox. The star of the

film, Henry Fonda, would repeat the following year in the

first of the cavalry pictures.

10



The Man. The unassuming quotation that begins this

chapter reveals the John Ford the public knew--a guy who de-

scribed his films as simply "a job of work." The public Ford

hated the Hollywood limelight, preferring instead the sanctu-

ary of the Araner and the open seas. Humility, however, was

not his only trait.

lack Ford admired and demanded masculine qualities

in others. He was profane, vulgar, drank heavily at times,

and liked to play cards. At the same time, the manly Ford

disliked sloppy drunks and hated to lose a card game. The

comraderie of men with a bottle and cards became a special

part of his work.

His military service ripened intense feelings of

patriotism. Captain Ford had developed a strong sense of tra-

dition, efficiency, and discipline. The military strengthened

values of community and personal loyalty; its authoritarian

manner neatly fitted his personality.

John Ford the director was a "rebel" who fought to

keep his independence within the industry. He ruled with

impugnity on the set and his wrath was merciless. His ego

resisted advice from writers, producers, and especially studio

executives. Above all, John Ford shot a film the way he saw

it.

"Pappy" Ford was not the best family man, but his

family tolerated his indiscretions and lack of sensitivity.

Although he made a considerable amount of money, he did not

11



always invest it wisely. Ford was temperamental, but had a

wonderful sense of humor and a penchant for pranks. In the

final analysis, John Ford was very human, with the strengths

and frailties of his species.

Preproduction. Ford was always looking for new film

ideas. His son, Patrick, stated, "Whatever music he heard,

or story he read, or whatever sight he beheld was filed away

in his mind for future use in a film." Once the concept

reached preproduction, Ford would insist on thorough back-

ground research as long as it did not delay shooting or alter

his concept of the film. He sent one screenwriter to conduct

research for a film, then told him to forget it all--they were

going to make the picture. 6

Ford personally involved himself in the research

process in ways distinctly Fordian. John Wayne recalled his

mentor's approach:

Jesus he d take a subject and read everything
he could on it and then he'd go to some buff and
make a statement and get into an argument to learn
everything that the other fellow knew.

Ford demanded credibility, if not authenticity, in his films.

According to Harry Carey, Jr., member of the stock company and

61n 1951, Ford received a letter suggesting he make a film about the Tenth Cavalry Regiment--
the 81ffalo Soldiers. Nine years later he made Sergga ufl.?dgq. Glenn Armstrong, Washington, ).C., to
John Ford, Hollywood, TLS, 26 September 1951, FC, Correspondence, August-November 1951, 9.2. Unless statod
otherwise, citations refer to copies or drafts of the original correspondence; William Clell Howze, 'The
Influence of Western Painting and Genre Painting on the Films of John Ford' (Ph.D. diss., University of
Texas, 1986), 18-19; John Ford interview, 'Frank Nugent,* FC, 8.11, f.32.

12



well-known character actor, Ford loved the right kind of props

and wardrobe. 7

Ford was knowledgeable of historical events, but was

not an historian and certainly did not hesitate to shape

events to suit his work. Noted Western actor William S. Hart,

for example, thought Ford's long chase scene in Stagecoach was

unrealistic. He felt the Indians would have simply shot the

horses. Ford responded, "If they had, it would have been the

end of the picture, wouldn't it?" In this case, Ford made a

reasonable assumption the Apaches were more interested in the

horses as remounts. 8

Film critics have long realized the unique visual

qualities of Ford films. The director unabashedly admitted

a beautiful background never hurt the plot. He used extra

footage and the same locations from previous films for later

ones. Ford, however, went beyond filming picturesque scenes;

he created images to which his audience would respond. His

work created images of a legendary frontier that embellished

the substance of the historical West. 9

Ford shot footage for nine films in Monument Valley.

Located astride the Arizona-Utah border, Monument Valley is

7John Wayne interview, 1976, Tape 9 12, FC, 8.12, f.17; Harry Carey, Jr. interview, 25, FC, 8.11,

f.18.

88o]Ier and Davis, 257.
9John Ford interview, 'Westerns,' 11, FC, 8.11, f.32; Shooting script, She Wore a Yellow Ribbon,

16 October 1948, 108, FC, B.5, f.5.

13



the reservation home of the Navajo Indians. The location

became so identified with the director that it was known as

"Ford Country." In 1964, Ford said,

I think you can say that the real star of my
Westerns has always been the land . . . My favor-
ite location is Monument Valley; it has rivers,
mountains, plains, desert . . . I feel at peace
there. I have been all over the world, but I
consider this the most complete, beautiful, and
peaceful place on Earth ....

Using the valley's striking buttes and towering rock forma-

tions as his mise en sc&ne, Ford sought figures striking

enough to match this background.10

According to William Howze, Ford found the images

for his films in magazine illustrations, on book jackets, and

in books. The last thing Ford concerned himself with was

historical technicalities.

In general, Ford looked to Western artists for
the composition of action scenes. What he saw in
the pictures of Remington, Russell, Schreyvogel,
and others, he adapted to the medium of film and
to his own vision, creating images equal to and
often surpassing those that influenced him.

Patrick Ford corroborated this: "My father kept a copy of a

collection by Schreyvogel close by his bedside . . . he pored

over it dreaming up action sequences for his films." Howze

states the book was •Myuie and Ford borrowed certain

details from the artist.11

10 ogdanovich, 10; Interview with Co@Q•politan in March, 1964 as it appears in Florence, 38.

"t Howze, 18, 31, 30, 23, 25.
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Another source of Ford's images came from magazines

like the Saturday Evening Post. Harold Von Schmidt's illus-

trations for several of James Warner Bellah's stories in the

magazine are strikingly similar to scenes in the films. Howze

postulates Ford found Harold McCracken's Frederic Reminoton:

Artist of the Old West (J.B. Lippincott Company, 1947) and

Bernard DeVoto's Across the Wide Missouri (Houghton Mifflin

Company, 1947) very influential. DeVoto's work won the

Pulitzer Prize in 1948 for history and offered generous

samples of Alfred Jacob Miller's artwork. McCracken's de-

scription of Remington probably caught the director's eye.

Here was a guy the masculine Ford could respect.

If any of our artists deserve the distinction
of being strictly a painter of men and a man's
man, it certainly is Remington.

This aversion to portraying the female was
something he seems to have inherited along with
his liking for horses, rugged individualism and
unadulterated Americanism.

The influences of these works will reveal themselves in the

following chapters. 12

Howze also sees a relationship between Ford's Maine

background and his Westerns. At the risk of oversimplifica-

tion, the sea becomes desert and the fishermen become caval-

rymen. Like John Ford, Winslow Homer was a Cape Elizabeth

t 2Howze, 11, 15-!7; Harold McCracken, 'rederic Re~migtoq: Artist of.the.Old West (4ow York: 'A.

Lippincott Company, 1947), 80-81; While Remington and Schreyvogel accurately portrayed the frontior army,
they painted an army ten to fifteen years older than depicted in the films.
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resident. His works were well known at the time, and could

have influenced the future director. Howze offers as proof

the scenes of the army women who await the return of their

cavalrymen, much like the sturdy Maine women who wait for

their men to return from the sea.13

Music was an important ingredient in the Ford

formula for success. He had used music on the set to create

moods for cast and crew since the silent era; he had crew-

member Danny Borzage play accordian during rehearsals or after

filming was completed for the day. Ford would summon Harry

Carey, Jr. at irregular times just to have him sing for the

group. Ford's music had a distinct "folk" quality and em-

braced his American and Irish heritage. Actor Jimmy Stewart

offered insight into Ford's passion:

On camera or backstage, music has always been
an important part of John Ford Westerns. And by
that, I don't mean background music. Pappy always
told me that he'd rather hear good music than bad
dialogue. But more than that, the music in a John
Ford Western means something; it evokes a sense of
tradition.

Ford tried to use authentic music first if it fit the purpose

of the film. Otherwise, he used whatever he felt evoked the

proper mood. As in art, Ford's inspiration for music came

from various sources. His Uncle Mike used to sing "She Wore

a Yellow Ribbon." He always remembered the tune and thought

13Howze, 38-39.

16



it would make a terrific title for a motion picture, specifi-

cally a cavalry picture. 1 4

Production. John Ford's film style became uniquely

his own. Film editor and former child star Robert Parrish

summed up Ford's technique when he said,

He knew exactly what he wanted to say. He very
seldom shot more than one take; he used very
little film, and was always under schedule or
under budget.

Producers loved Ford the money-maker but despised Ford the

director. When Samuel Goldwyn suggested Ford shoot more

close-ups, the director gave him a John Ford response.

'Now, I'll tell you, Mr. Goldwyn, I'm making
this picture the way I feel it should go. If I
want a close-up this big,' and hit Goldwyn in the
stomach with the back of his hand, 'I'll make 'em
that big. Or if I want 'em this big,' and he
struck Sam in the chest, 'they'll be this big.'
Then, clenching his fist, he said, 'I might want
them even bigger!'

Ford harassed scriptwriters to produce better work, and

ignored them when their views differed from his. If producer

or writer ventured onto the set, the director would greet them

with a sullen, "Don't you have an office?" John Ford made it

absolutely clear he was the sole navigator of his cinematic

14Michael Nathan Budd, 'A Critical Analysis of Western Films Directed by John Ford from
'Stagecoach' to 'Cheyenne Autumn" (Ph.D. diss., University of Iowa, 1975), 446; TIMEX Corporation and
Bob Bannerman Associates, The American Westof JohnFord (CBS Television: 5 December 197!), transcript,
Ii, FC, 8.8, f.lO; John Ford interview, 'Westerns,' 3-4, 13, FC, 8.11, f.32.
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ship. 15

Ford also had no patience for the details associated

with film editing. He probably felt he was his own best edi-

tor and practiced that craft while filming. He considered,

as Robert Parrish put it, "all the cutters and musicians and

sound effects cutters as necessary evils." In actuality,

these "necessary evils" improved his films on more than one

occasion.16

Ford biographer and Hollywood director, Peter Bog-

danovich, feels one Ford film offers parts of others from

decade to decade. To evaluate one film in isolation, says

Bogdanovich, is inappropriate. This aspect of film continuity

is especially evident in the cavalry trilogy. The familiar

faces of Ford's stock company are joined with recurring

themes, music, and character names to constitute a body of

work. Also, one cannot dismiss the fact the films were all

based upon short stories by the same author. 17

The Military. Ford's military service during the

Second Wcrld War directly influenced the filming of Fort

Apache, She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, and Rio Grande. Prior to

159ogdanovich, 9; Boiler and Davis, 78, 59.

168agdanovich, 9; Darryl Zanuck's editing of MyQDarling_ lesent'ne, for example, improved the
story's clarity. Dan Ford, 212.

,78ogdanovich, 31.
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the war, the military had been a diversion from Hollywood and

a means to achieve social status. After the war, he joined

every available veterans' group, wore his uniforms whenever

the occasion allowed, and even began dressing for the set in

a decidedly military style. His obsession for military glory,

according to his grandson and biographer, Dan Ford, made him

try any approach to get more medals, decorations, or awards.19

After the war, more than his appearance changed on

the set. Both Wayne and Fonda noticed a kinder, more sympa-

thetic Pappy. Bogdanovich felt Ford's work began to turn more

melancholy. Other Ford habits, however, took on a more mar-

tial character. The cast and crew responded to the director

with the respectful "yes, sir" required in military circles.

In Monument Valley, the dinner bell never rang until Ford was

seated at his usual place. When Bogdanovich questioned him

about the men obeying Colonel Thursday in Fort Apache, even

though it was obvious he was wrong and they were killed be-

cause of his error, Ford had an unequivocal response. "He

was the Colonel, and what he says--goes; whether they agree

with it or not--it still pertains." 19

18He started wearing fatigues and his navy baseball cap with his Captain's eagle on the front;
Dan Ford, 206-207; The right decorations would ensure Ford's retirement one grade higher than that which
he held. This could partly explain the appearance of the Medal of Honor in all three cavalry films.

19lbid., 207; 9ogdanovich, 23, 12, 96.
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Fortunately for Ford, he enjoyed the same sort of

independent action during the war he had enjoyed in Hollywood.

Parrish described him as

a cop hater by religion, by belief. He had a big
streak of contempt for any kind of authority, any
kind of paternal influence on him--all the pro-
ducers, all the money--they were the enemy.

The militant John Ford didn't like taking orders; he was only

happy when he was in charge. The difference now was he ran

his set with a discipline honed from military experience. 20

Hollywood released Ford's They Were Expendable

following the war, but the public did not embrace the film.

Not surprisingly, Americans in 1945 were tired of the Second

World War. Ford realized, however, that patriotism and

nationalism were still vibrant forces and could be exploited.

He probably felt the public would be receptive to a military

theme if it portrayed a different time period.

The emotional side of Ford was also receptive to

such a project. His wartime experience with his men had

touched him deeply, and his compassion revealed itself through

the Field Photo Home. This heightened sense of belonging and

community would later appear in his cavalry films. Research

editor Katherine Cliffton observed, " . . [he] had a sym-

pathy for the regular army, he identified with the regular

army man on the frontier." His sympathy made Ford especially

20Ibid., 34.
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